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Introduction 
 
Public libraries of today are changing more rapidly than at nearly any other 
period in their history.  One of the primary reasons for this transformation is the 
development and implementation of a vast number of emerging technological 
resources and services that did not become available until recent years, with the 
growth of the Internet being behind many of these innovations.  The electronic 
book is one of the most widely known of these new technologies.  It has made an 
impression in the library domain, as well as within the world of information at large.  
An electronic book, or ebook, can be defined most clearly as a digital copy of a 
book which is either original or a version of a work which previously appeared in 
analog (paper) form (Wilson “Evolution” 1).  Electronic books can come in a 
variety of formats, including the .pdf, as a common computer text file, or in another 
proprietary format designed specifically for a certain electronic reader.  Ebooks 
have a surprisingly long history, and have been around in some form for over 30 
years (Kay 31).  While they are arguably becoming more popular by the day, the 
future of ebooks, especially within the public library environment, is uncertain.  
The study I have conducted surveys public librarians in North Carolina and their 
perceptions of and experiences with electronic books.  The results of this survey 
give insight into the relationship libraries have developed with ebooks, as well as 
some indication of what can be expected in the future with regard to this 
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technology and the public library world. The following literature review outlines the  
history of the electronic book concept, examines the presumed advantages 
and disadvantages of using electronic books instead of their analog counterparts, 
and reviews prior studies which relate to this one.  This literature review is 
followed by a presentation of the research questions presented, the results of the 
survey, and a discussion of the findings.  The final section includes a conclusion 
with recommendations for further study.   
History of Development 
 
 The ebook concept was arguably first conceived in 1968 when University 
of Utah graduate student Alan Kay brought forth the idea of the Dynabook, which 
he conceived of as being "a portable interactive computer, as accessible as a 
book." (Kay 34).  With the Dynabook, Kay appears to have envisioned what 
would later become the personal computer. In his plans this interactive 
computing device would be closer in design to a form of electronic book than to 
an individual PC (Wilson “Evolution” 1).  His idea was far ahead of its time, and 
while no Dynabook was ever created, in the late 70s products approximating it in 
many ways, such as the Apple II Personal Computer, which, among many other 
functions, could be used to both read and edit text, began to appear on the 
market.  In 1993, Apple was responsible for another key breakthrough when it 
unveiled the first PDA, the Apple Newton MessagePad (Luckie 1).  The 
MessagePad was capable of displaying electronic books in a proprietary 
NewtonBook format.  Hundreds of titles were produced specifically for the 
device (Wilson 1).  Other companies such as Sony and Franklin created their 
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own versions of the PDA that were also capable of displaying electronic texts 
specifically designed for their respective machines. In the late 1990s, the 
development of PalmPilot technology, which created the possibility for instant,  
portable, on-the-go computing created a new demand for electronic books (Ardito 
1), and publishers of electronic titles began to experiment with making electronic 
books more like their analog counterparts through, amongst other improvements, 
creating virtual "pages" which could be turned and using black text on a hi-res 
white background (10). At present, there are popular devices such as the Kindle, 
the Sony Reader, and the goReader which are designed to be used exclusively 
for reading electronic books (Luckie 1), and though electronic books represents 
only 1% of the total book market (“By the Numbers” 1), commercially available 
ebooks are arguably becoming more popular by the day thanks to promotion 
from noted companies such as Amazon.   
It is important to note that while hardware developments were crucial in 
facilitating the creation and promotion of electronic books, other innovations 
played an important role in this regard as well.  Perhaps the best known of these 
innovations is Project Gutenberg, which was founded in 1971 by Michael Hart 
and resulted in the first known online repository for freely available electronic 
texts (Hart 1). It brought attention to the ebook as a viable format for both reading 
and sharing literature, and it became an important model for future online 
archival undertakings when the project gained world fame.  Project Gutenberg is 
an Internet library with thousands of the world’s most important and useful texts, 
designed with the goal of "[making] information, books, and other materials 
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available to the general public in forms a vast majority of the computers, 
programs, and people can easily read, use, quote, and search" (1).  Project 
Gutenberg has resulted in a number of copycat websites, among them Scribd, 
Planet eBook, Digital Classics Zinio, and ReadPrint  (Shalini 1).  Without the 
success of this project, the ebooks would likely be far more marginal in the world 
than they are today.   
Advantages of ElectronicTitles.  
 
Electronic books have several advantages over traditional analog books.  
Among the most important of these advantages is its portability.  Electronic titles 
are often read on small reading devices such as the Kindle or the Sony Reader,  
and multiple books can be stored on one reader, allowing a small library to be 
transported anywhere (Sasson 1).  The portability of electronic books also 
means that they can be read easily anywhere.  Electronic books also allow 
interactivity with different texts, allowing hyperlinks, audio files, and other media 
to be embedded in a title, while also permitting frequent updates to nonfiction 
titles such as encyclopedias or textbooks (Moschella 1). Electronic books also 
permit instant, easy access to books through online downloading, saving 
individuals and libraries who are purchasing them the costs of shipping and 
handling (Robb 1).  Electronic books are also both far easier to produce than 
traditional books, and more environmentally sound to create, as they do not 
require the use of paper or other natural resources.  (Sasson 1).  Finally, 
electronic titles are searchable, making hunting down specific passages and 
words far easier than it would be with an analog title, and they are printable as 
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well, meaning that if a reader needs a physical text for comfortable reading, he or 
she can have it without trouble (1).   
Disadvantages of Electronic Titles. 
 
There are several properties of electronic books which have made some readers 
hesitant to use them and which have prevented them from taking a more 
significant portion of the book market.  One of the most significant problems is 
that the cost of both electronic texts and electronic readers are fairly high, making 
them cost-prohibitive for many libraries and readers (Johnson 1). This is in part 
due to the fact that publishers must account for the possibility of piracy, as 
pirating electronic books is relatively simple (Viloria 1) There are also numerous 
difficulties with reading electronic titles.  If they are not being read on a computer 
screen (which is difficult to do for extended periods of time for many people), 
then individual reading devices often have low resolutions and little color , 
making simply seeing the text a problem for readers with less than perfect vision 
(1).  The electronic book readers, and even .pdf files or other computer 
electronic book formats can also be difficult and frustrating for readers who are 
not technically proficient in their use (Johnson 1).   Even though electronic 
books have been in existence for a number of years, the number of titles 
available is still fairly low, both in fiction and nonfiction (1).  As of now it is 
uncertain as to when these problems will be eliminated or reduced.  They seem 
as if they will be inherent to ebooks for as long as they exist.   
Previous Studies and Research 
Previous studies and research on electronic books and electronic books in 
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libraries have involved user surveys in both academic and public libraries, with 
little or no attention paid to how librarians themselves use this resource, but 
some examination of how they facilitate patron use of electronic books. Some 
key research has also been done into how patrons utilize new library 
technologies as well.  The “By the Numbers” column from the May 2008 edition 
of American Libraries gives a brief statistical breakdown of how much money 
public libraries are spending on e-books, as well as what percentage of various 
types of libraries are offering them.  It was reported that 51.8% of all public 
libraries in America offered ebooks in 2008, and that this percentage was steadily 
increasing.  This column also reveals that significantly more urban libraries 
offered e-books than did their rural counterparts.   Barbara Blynko's reporting in 
"Global Survey Offers Insight into Libraries' Use of Ebooks" offers an excellent 
overview of the kinds of libraries that are using ebooks, and how they are using 
them.  The survey reported that over 81% of responding librarians worldwide 
believed integrating electronic resources into their collections to be "very 
important" (Blynko 22), and that 45% of responding libraries offered access to 
more than 10,000 electronic titles (22).    
An important piece on the subject of electronic book utilization is “E-books: 
Challenges and Opportunities” by John Cox, which discusses both the strengths 
and weaknesses of using electronic books via the Safari Tech Books Online 
service, provides information on what librarians are doing to better facilitate 
e-book use, such as providing MARC records for electronic titles in their online 
catalogs, and includes a detailed look at a series of user surveys in Irish libraries 
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on how patrons use electronic books as well as how they believe they compare 
to traditional books.  It also examines patrons’ levels of satisfaction with different 
aspects of electronic books (8).  Amongst the most significant of the study’s 
findings was that 98.4% of patrons surveyed wished  libraries to continue their 
subscriptions to electronic book services after finding them to be useful (13).  
“Electronic Books in Public Libraries: A Feasibility Study for Developing 
Usage Models For Web-Based and Hardware-Based Electronic Books” by 
James Dearnley offers a similar highly detailed discussion on bringing e-books in 
to public libraries, and includes a study, analyzed by age and gender groupings, 
on the use of specific portable electronic book formats by certain patrons at a 
public library (220). Among other discoveries, this study revealed that ease of 
transport and the ability to carry multiple books in a single e-reader were some of 
the most important advantages of electronic titles in the eyes of the reading 
public (224).  Physical difficulties in reading e-books were citied as being one of 
their major disadvantages (224).   
“E-Books Revisited: The Adoption of Electronic Books by Special, 
Academic, and Public Libraries” by Barbara Blummer offers an extensive 
analysis of a survey done in several library systems- It was conducted to 
discover how patrons view electronic books. Blummer also discusses the 
important role librarians can play in promoting electronic book usage.   One of 
the most notable facts she brings up is that libraries of all types rarely have more 
than 2% of their collections in any electronic format (Blummer 4).  She also 
reveals that many librarians find difficulty in dealing with digital rights issues 
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related to the electronic books in their collections (6)  
“E-books for Libraries and Patrons: Two Years of Experience” by Richard 
Rosy complements the information presented in Blummer's article through a 
discussion of NetLibrary, an online electronic book access system, and how it is 
being used and perceived in public library systems by the librarians who manage 
them.  Rosy notes that, among other problems with electronic titles, librarians 
often have difficulty evaluating different e-book subscription services and 
deciding which should be purchased.  
“Public Library Use and Users: A Statistical Exploration” by John Sumison 
documents an extensive 2001 study of how different age groups of patrons utilize 
library resources, with a short discussion on the implications of these findings.  
Sumison argues that detailed quantitative measurements of library use are more 
useful to librarians than qualitative assessments of various library services (4).   
“The Public Library Patron” by Ray L. Carpenter reinforces the findings of 
Sumison's studies with a study featuring a detailed breakdown of why various 
patrons use libraries, what services they use when at the library, and a detailed 
look at how new technology brought in to public libraries is perceived and 
approached by library patrons (Carpenter 349).  Carpenter believes librarians 
ought to be fully aware of all new technological advancements and that they are 
vital in getting the public to utilize new technologies such as electronic books.  
Even though Carpenter’s writings are from 1979, his conclusions are still relevant 
today.   
Finally, Tomorrow's Public Library: The American View” by Mary Dempsey 
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discusses, among many other subjects,  the challenges of bringing new 
resources to libraries, with a short statistical breakdown of how much money 
libraries are devoting to traditional collection media in comparison to newer 
resources. Dempsey, like Carpenter, sees it as the library's "mission" (Dempsey 
28) to introduce the public to information innovations.    
Methodology 
There has been a clear need for further research into how librarians in the United 
States perceive electronic resources.  In order to study librarian's usage of 
electronic books, an invitation to participate in an online survey posted at:  
http://uncodum.qualtrics.com/SE?SID=SV_0lBD8Iig1sKs6bi&SVID=Prod  
 
was sent out to library directors and head librarians at 20 North Carolina libraries 
from around the state in February 2009 (Appendix A).  Before being posted, the 
study was reviewed by an Institutional Review Board at UNC Chapel Hill to 
ensure that it was ethically sound and that the rights and welfare of the 
participants would be protected. The study was approved in mid-February after 
slight revisions. The libraries selected for the study were chosen based on a 
number of factors.  The first of these factors was the type of library represented 
by each institution.  Main or central libraries were given preference over branch 
libraries for this study, though several branch libraries were selected.  This 
preference for main or central libraries was given because branch libraries often 
have the same general policies as the main or central libraries with which they 
are associated, and it was felt that identical library policies might mean identical 
librarian responses, making polling both the branch and main libraries of a region 
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redundant.  Some branch libraries were polled in case they did in fact have their 
own unique policies regarding electronic resources.  The second factor which 
played a role in selection was the number of electronic titles known to be 
available at each library.  This information on library electronic book holdings 
came from the North Carolina State Library website's data on electronic 
technology in North Carolina libraries from July 1, 2007 to June 30, 2008, which 
can be found at the address:  
http://statelibrary.dcr.state.nc.us/ld/plstats0708/drafts0708/0708table14.pdf.  
Seventeen of the selected libraries offered electronic books, while three did not.  
The final criterion for library selection was location.  The libraries chosen 
represent both rural and non-rural areas, and were chosen, though not equally, 
from Western, Central, and Eastern North Carolina.  The librarians from these 
libraries were asked a series of nine questions related to their personal use of 
electronic books, their opinions of electronic books, and to how their libraries 
utilize electronic books.  The specific questions asked were:   
 
1. Do you work in a rural or non-rural library? 
 
2. Do you make electronic books available at your library? 
 
If you do, do you specifically recommend them to patrons? 
 
3. Do you read electronic books, or have you ever read an electronic book? 
 
       If you do, approximately how many would you say you have read? 
       
4. What do you perceive to be the best feature of electronic books? 
 
5. What do you perceive to be the worst feature of electronic books? 
 
6. On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being very negative, 10 being very positive, how 
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do you rate the future for electronic book use by library patrons?   
 
7. Do you believe public librarians’ attitude toward electronic books will have, 
or has had an impact-, on the public’s perception/use of electronic books? 
   
    If it has, do you believe it to be a positive or negative impact?   
 
8. Do you believe that there are works of fiction or nonfiction that are   
    unsuitable for publication in an electronic format? 
       
9. Do you have any additional comments you would like to add regarding  
public librarianship and electronic books? 
 
The questionnaire as it appeared online can be found at the end of Appendix A. 
 
RESULTS 
 
 A total of 58 respondents from 18 of the selected libraries answered the  
 
survey over the course of approximately two weeks.  The responses to each  
 
question posed are as follows: 
 
Question 1:  16% of respondents worked in rural libraries, while 84% of  
 
respondents worked in non-rural libraries. 
 
Question 2:  95% of respondents said that electronic books were available at  
 
their library, while 5% said that electronic books were not available 
 
Of the 54 respondents who said that their library made electronic books  
 
available, 63% said they specifically recommended the electronic titles to  
 
patrons, while 37% said they did not specifically recommend electronic books.   
 
Question 3:  52% of respondents claimed to read, or to have at some point read  
 
an electronic book, while 48% claimed to have never read an electronic book.   
 
The following table shows a breakdown of how many electronic books the 29 
readers claimed to have read:   
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       Figure 1 – Number of Electronic Titles Read  
 
 
Question 4: The librarians were asked to choose what they perceived to be  
 
the best feature of electronic books.  The following table gives a breakdown  
 
of their answers: 
 
 
      Figure 2 – Chosen Best Feature of Electronic Books 
 
For the respondents who chose "Other", the following responses were given:   
 
"Reading these things is bad for your eyes.  I have no use for these in the 
sense of traditional reading.  The capability of keyword searching necessary 
terms for that one snippet of info or a quoted section needed from it is the 
main good point of using an ebook.  Archiving old rare books is another use  
for this.  EBooks are good for quick researching of obscure topics, 
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particularly  
for non-indexed books." 
 
"It gives access to books that my patrons would have to wait on for ILL.”   
 
“It gives high school students alternatives." 
 
"The ability to offer a title not available in the paper collection."  
 
"Convenience." 
 
"Titles that are checked out are often available as electronic books-  
 
particularly true for high school students assigned the "classics."   
 
Question 5:  The librarians were asked to choose what they perceived to be  
 
the worst feature of electronic books.  The following table gives a breakdown  
 
of their answers: 
 
 
   Figure 3 – Chosen Worst Feature of Electronic Books 
 
 
For the respondents who chose "Other", the following responses were given: 
 
"It is not good to read or stare at electronic screens eye-wise, whether TV or  
 
computer." 
 
"Patron resistance or reluctance." 
 
"Downloading them." 
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"I don’t see them as having a worst quality. They are lifesavers." 
 
"The patron base at our library does not typically have computers at home, or 
 
other devices which would allow the use of ebooks." 
 
"Ebooks are easy to use, but sometimes difficult to download depending on 
 
the service offering them." 
 
Question 6:  The respondents were asked to rate the future of electronic book  
 
use by library patrons, with 1 being very negative and 10 being very positive.   
 
The following table gives a breakdown of their answers: 
 
 
                         Figure 4 – Rating of Electronic Book Future  
 
The average score was 6.1 
 
Question 7:  83% of respondents believed that public librarians' attitude towards  
 
electronic books will have, or has had an impact on the public's perception of  
electronic books.  
Of the 47 respondents who answered "yes" to question 7, 87% believed public  
librarians' attitude will have or has had a positive effect on the public's attitude  
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toward electronic books , while 13% believed it will have or has had a negative  
effect. 
Question 8: 43% of respondents believed that there are works of fiction or non- 
fiction that are unsuitable for publication in an electronic format; 57% believed  
there were not.  
Of the respondents who answered that there were, the following types of works  
were listed as being unsuitable: 
Illustrated books 
Books with charts 
Children's picture books 
Longer works of fiction for which e-books are hard on the eyes 
Classic titles in high demand. 
Art books. 
Titles written in Braille. 
Any of the great visual books on graphing theory 
How-to books 
Question 9: The following additional comments were made regarding public  
librarianship and electronic books: 
“Currently, ebooks are best suited for reference/research purposes.  They are 
not suited for pleasure reading, even if you do own a Kindle or other expensive  
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device.”   
“The tech simply isn't there yet.  Who knows, maybe in another 5-10 years,  
ebook readers will "look" like real books.  Ebooks also have the advantage of  
spreading old, rare, obscure, or eclectic books/materials around whose reading  
numbers might not justify a physical printing.”   
“I have noticed that many librarians have a negative attitude towards electronic 
books, and I rarely see some of the "old timers" refer patrons to electronic  
resources.”   
“Personally, I don't read electronic books, but I see their value.  Recently, I have  
seen more patrons accessing and asking for electronic books, and not just  
students.  Many seniors are interested in the electronic book collection.” 
“I have used e-books to answer several reference questions or to find information  
for patrons on more specialized topics.  Their big plus for me is the ability to  
search within the contents of the books.”   
“As the portable reader improves, so will the use of electronic materials.” 
“For patrons who do not have computers at home, are inexperienced with 
computers, or who have difficulty reading for long periods of time on a computer 
screen, ebooks are impractical.  I am hesitant to recommend such texts to 
patrons because once they found out they have to read a book on a screen, 
many are immediately turned off.  They are used to a traditional book 
experience of reading at home on their own time, and also of a particular 
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relationship with a computer that typically doesn't involve long periods of reading.  
My library considered purchasing Amazon.com Kindles for check-out, but with 
our shrinking budget, the small percentage of the population who would actually 
use the devices, and questionable legal issues regarding loaning the devices, I 
decided against the purchase.  I am personally very interested in Kindles, 
though I prefer traditional paper books.  As a librarian, I would like to introduce 
others to this new technology, but certain steps outside our current capabilities 
would have to be taken before we could do that.”   
“Ebooks complement the collection.  They will not totally replace books in 
patrons' hearts.  Also, as to your question concerning librarians positively or 
negatively affecting the public's perception.  It has been both.  Librarians didn't 
like ebooks at first because they did not know what to do with them or how to 
offer them.  So I think they (librarians) projected a negative attitude toward 
patron requests that may have affected their initial use.  Now we like them for 
many reasons, market them, and present positive feedback.” 
“We have had great success with our e-audiobooks so far, and I think most 
librarians at my library agree that this is a great service to offer.  Here, e-books 
have been less in-demand so far.”   
“As well as they will probably be accepted in the future, something is missing 
from curling up with a good book in your favorite chair!” 
“To clarify my answer that public librarians' attitudes have led to a negative  
 
impression of e-books, I believe that a general lack of proper understanding of e- 
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books and how to promote them causes them to be under-publicized by libraries.   
 
I believe many public library patrons are simply unaware of them and their  
 
possible uses.” 
 
“Our patrons are irritated when they need a book quickly and find that the only  
 
title available on their subject is an e-book requiring a computer, internet access,  
 
and possibly a learning curve with the interface, when if we had the title in hard  
 
copy they could walk to a shelf and have it in five seconds.”  
 
“E-audio books are extremely popular!  NCLive recently cut this format and I get  
calls from patrons all the time asking for it!  Another thing about ebooks: when I  
search in our catalog, these items are the first to come up (irritating) because  
 
nine times out of ten, I want a paper book.  Perhaps ebooks should be better  
 
integrated into libraries (like the "paperback" sections where patrons browse  
 
based on format) and format should be emphasized over content.  I think people  
 
who use ebooks want to look for more ebooks.  Those who don't may not want  
 
to browse through titles that are simply not available because of technological  
 
constraints or personal preference.” 
 
“As the technology of America becomes more readily available to all  
 
socioeconomic groups, electronic books will become more popular and librarians  
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will readily suggest their use.” 
 
“The potential of electronic books will be seen in a few years.  We haven't  
 
reached the tipping point yet.” 
 
“Since my public library is dependent on NCLive for e-books and audiobooks, I  
 
hope that NCLive significantly increases its titles and reinstates NetLibrary Audio  
 
books for our patrons to access.”   
 
“I love e-books!  I use a Kindle reader and it is great to take along with me  
anywhere.”   
 “Ebooks are great, but I don't know that the public is ready for them, and that is  
what discourages librarians from recommending them.  I recommend ebooks at  
report crunch time constantly -- but rarely will the student use them.  A popular 
TV show character once said that ‘books smell’  and that smell helps us make a  
connection.  People are too tactile to transfer easily to these resources.”   
“Accessibility is the number one advantage of electronic books.  I hope that 
more libraries will digitize their rare book collections.” 
“I hope that there will be an initiative to subsidize or give ebook readers to  
libraries so that we can offer them for checkout by our patrons.” 
E-audiobooks are much better than electronic texts.” 
“Publishers need to work with the library to provide materials that can be checked  
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out with a reader.  For example, check out a reader device and load it with e- 
materials also checked out from the library.  We need to look at copyright rules  
that prevent this.” 
“One of the public librarian's goals is to get folks excited about and interested in  
reading.  Therefore, whatever source is available (whether that be books,  
periodicals, microfilm, e-books, etc.) that can prove our citizens with the  
opportunity to read, should be highly valued by the public librarian.” 
“I think the formats will have to be standardized (rather than geared to specific  
readers such as the Kindle) before there is widespread usage.  Even then, I 
don't see many libraries buying individual titles, but instead continuing to use 
provider subscriptions (such as NC Digital Library or NetLibrary).” 
“We are not encouraged or discouraged from recommending ebooks to patrons.”   
“I think a lot of librarians don't read e-books themselves, and don't know how to  
download them, so they can't offer a patron much help.  I count myself in this  
group, though I am otherwise quite tech-savvy.”   
-Three librarians from non-rural libraries said that their libraries did not make  
 electronic titles available. 
-All rural librarians said that electronic titles were available in their libraries. 
-Of the librarians from non-rural libraries which did not make electronic titles  
 available, only one was a reader of electronic books, and claimed to have read  
 16 or more electronic titles. 
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-Of the librarians from libraries which did not make electronic titles available at  
 their library, only one stated that he/she believed that librarians' perceptions of  
 electronic books caused negative perception among the public. 
-Of the librarians from non-rural libraries which did not make electronic titles  
 available at their library, only one stated that he/she believed that there were  
 books which were not suitable for printing in an electronic format. 
The following table shows the number of respondents who chose each main 
disadvantage of electronic books based on their choice of main advantage: 
    Figure 5 – Chosen Worst Feature of Electronic Books by Chosen Best Feature  
-Of the eight respondents who rated the future of electronic titles with library  
  patrons as ten (very positive), one cited interactivity as the greatest strength of  
  ebooks, three cited portability, one cited "other", one cited environmental value,  
  and two cited the instant delivery of titles. 
-Of the same eight respondents who rated the future of electronic titles with    
 library patrons as a ten (very positive), four cited a lack of available titles as the   
 worst quality of ebooks, two cited their expense, and two cited the difficulty of  
 use.  
23 
-Of the same eight respondents, all believed that librarians' perceptions of  
 electronic books caused positive perception among the public, and six believed  
 that there were not titles that are unsuitable for publication in an electronic  
 format.   
-The one respondent who rated the future of electronic titles with library patrons  
  
 as a zero (very negative) cited an "other" response, "the ability to offer a title not  
 
 available in the paper collection" as the greatest strength of ebooks.  This same  
 
 respondent cited a lack of available titles as their worst quality.  This  
 
 respondent believed that librarians' perceptions of electronic books caused    
 positive perception among the public, and also that there are titles not suitable  
 for publication in an electronic format. 
Conclusions 
Although this study involved deliberately surveying significantly more 
North Carolina public library systems with electronic book collections than 
systems without them, the majority of North Carolina public library systems 
(specifically: 48 out of 77) were not carrying electronic books as of June 2008, 
according to an online statistical report from the North Carolina State Library 
(NCSL 2). Two thirds of the North Carolina public library systems with electronic 
titles in their collections held over 1000 of these titles (2), with these large 
collections made available primarily through online hosting services such as 
NCLive, which was mentioned multiple times by respondents to this survey as 
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being a frequently used resource. The average score of 6.1 for question seven, 
which asked public librarians to rate the future of electronic titles in NC public 
libraries on a scale from 0 (very negative) to 10 (very positive) indicates that 
North Carolina public librarians have a reasonably good outlook for ebooks in 
their institutions. This positive outlook is further reinforced by the fact that the 
majority of respondents (87% of those answering the question) believed that 
public librarians' perceptions of electronic titles will have or have had a positive 
influence on the perceptions of electronic titles by the public.  A significant 
majority of respondents (40%) answering question four recognized the value of 
the fact that electronic titles can be instantly checked out and in most cases 
remain available in library collections at all times.  This advantage over "analog" 
books should perhaps be emphasized more than others as electronic books are 
marketed in library systems.  It is clear that respondents are nearly equally 
concerned over each of the disadvantages of electronic titles listed in question 5, 
aside from the problem of their lack of quality illustrations. Many librarians 
indicated in their comments that they do not believe ebooks are a fully developed 
technology.  Their problems, such as those listed as disadvantages of electronic 
books in this survey, make libraries hesitant to promote them over analog texts. 
Several librarians also mentioned that the problems with electronic books do not 
lie entirely with the ebooks themselves.  These respondents mentioned that they 
knew library patrons who simply lack the tech savvy to use electronic books, or 
they are not in possession of the technology necessary to take advantage of 
them (i.e. home computer or ebook reader, internet).  As more and more people 
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gain access to home computers and learn to use them, electronic books will 
likely become more popular.  This societal change, along with improvements in 
usability, price, and number of available titles will need to be made in order for 
more public librarians to use and recommend electronic books in their libraries. 
Several librarians suggested that publishers of ebooks might be instrumental in 
promoting ebooks.  This promotion might involve publishers allowing libraries to 
rent portable reading devices and/or creating ebooks which can be read on a 
variety of readers, instead of only proprietary devices.  Despite the issues and 
concerns, the responses to the posed questions make it seem safe to assume 
that more public library systems in North Carolina will begin to carry electronic 
titles in the coming years, and librarian (and, most likely, library patron) 
perception of electronic books will continue to improve. As a number of librarians 
stated, while they themselves may not use ebooks, they recognize their value.  
The challenge will lie in getting the majority of the reading public to see the worth 
of electronic books as well.    
Suggestions for Further Study 
Conducting this same study in library systems throughout the country would 
provide a more complete picture of how American public librarians view and use 
electronic books.  A similar study of opinions and usage habits of library patrons 
regarding electronic titles would be of great value to libraries and electronic book 
vendors as well.  A survey of libraries without available electronic titles would 
also be useful for electronic book vendors.  Finally, a study of academic 
librarians’ opinions of and usage habits regarding electronic titles would provide a 
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more complete picture of how electronic books are used, and the results of this 
study would be useful to compare to related research conducted in public 
libraries. 
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Appendix A 
 
Dear [Library Director] or [Librarian], 
 
 
 
 
My name is Nicholas Salomon and I am a second year library science 
graduate student at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  I am 
conducting a study for my master's thesis on public librarians' usage habits for 
and opinions of electronic books and am hoping to survey active public librarians 
from around our state.  The study is being done under the guidance of my 
advisor, Dr. Evelyn Daniel, who can be reached at the email address 
daniel@ils.unc.edu , or phone number 919-962-8062. I have chosen your 
library for this study based on the type of library you represent, as well as the 
number of electronic titles your institution holds according to State Library of 
North Carolina records. 
 
If you would be willing to help, I would only need you to have an email 
sent to librarians on your staff asking them if they would be willing to help with my 
study and directing them to the online survey which I have created, available at 
this address: 
 
http://uncodum.qualtrics.com/SE?SID=SV_0lBD8Iig1sKs6bi&SVID=Prod 
 
 I have attached a copy of an email which can be sent to your staff if you 
wish to use it.The survey contains 9 questions and should take no more than 
5-10 minutes at the most to complete.  Sending a copy of this email to a staff 
listserv or mass emailing it to the staff would be perfectly appropriate as well.   
 
If this seems appropriate, please let me know, or mail your colleagues as 
soon as possible.  The study will end in two weeks time.  I can be reached at 
my email address: nsalomon@email.unc.edu , or my phone number: 
828-381-6971 if anyone has questions or would like to speak to me in any 
regard.   
 
Thank you very much for your time, 
 
 
 
 
Nicholas Salomon 
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Dear Librarian, 
 
 
 
 
My name is Nicholas Salomon and I am a second year library science 
graduate student at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  I am 
conducting a study for my master's thesis on public librarians' usage habits for 
and opinions of electronic books and am hoping to survey active public librarians 
from around our state.  The study is being done under the guidance of my 
advisor, Dr. Evelyn Daniel, who can be reached at the email address 
daniel@ils.unc.edu , or phone number 919-962-8062. I have chosen your 
library for this study and have contacted your library director based on the type of 
library you represent, as well as the number of electronic titles your institution 
holds according to State Library of North Carolina records. 
 
If you would be willing to help please visit the following website to take my 
short online survey.  The survey address is:   
 
http://uncodum.qualtrics.com/SE?SID=SV_0lBD8Iig1sKs6bi&SVID=Prod 
 
The survey contains 9 questions and should take no more than 5-10 
minutes at the most to complete.   
 
 
Thank you very much for your time, 
 
 
 
 
Nicholas Salomon 
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   1. Do you work in a: 
a) rural library? 
b) non-rural library? 
 
2. Do you make electronic books available at your library? 
a) yes 
b) no 
 
If yes, do you specifically recommend them to patrons? 
a) yes 
b) no 
 
3. Do you read electronic books, or have you ever read an electronic book? 
a) yes 
b) no 
 
             If yes, approximately how many would you say you have read? 
a) 1-5 
b) 6-10 
c) 11-15 
d) 15 or more 
       
4. What do you perceive to be the best feature of electronic books? 
a) portability 
b) their environmental value (no paper necessary for their production, 
etc.) 
c) their potential interactivity and customizability (hyperlinks, font size 
changing capability, virtual bookmarking, etc.) 
d) ease of use 
e) instant delivery/checkout of titles 
f) other 
 
             If other, what? 
 
5. What do you perceive to be the worst feature of electronic books? 
a) difficulty of use 
b) expense of texts and/or reading devices 
c) lack of available titles 
d) lack of, or poor quality of, illustrations 
e) other 
 
             If other, what? 
 
6. On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being very negative, 10 being very positive, how 
do you rate the future for electronic book use by library patrons?   
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7.  Do you believe public librarians’ attitude toward electronic books will have, or    
……has had an impact-, on the public’s perception/use of electronic books? 
    a) yes 
      b) no 
 
       If yes, 
  a) positive 
          b) negative 
 
8. Do you believe that there are works of fiction or nonfiction that are   
    unsuitable for publication in an electronic format? 
a) yes 
b) no 
       
9. Do you have any additional comments you would like to add regarding 
public librarianship and electronic books? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
